In lieu of the traditional portrayal of Dante as an ingenuous and filial devotee of his classical forerunners, American critics have recently proposed a less benign poet who deliberately revises the work of even his most beloved precursors. The paradigm that has emerged from this recent critical interest in Dante's relations with his classical precursors, not to mention his relations with precursors in general, is a spiral-like configuration of confiscation and correction, whereby Dante avails himself of the genius of classical antiquity while at the same time revising it in such a way as to demonstrate its defects and limitations, in a word, its non-Christianity. Thus, the Commedids classical intertextuality works to make palpable, by contrast to the shadows of Limbo, the bright -and especially the truthful -new world of the Christian dispensation. While, in the case of Virgil, this paradigm operates both with respect to the text of the Aeneid and with respect to the Virgilian persona Dante constructs for his poem, in the case of Ovid such practices are almost exclusively textual, directed at the Metamorphoses rather than at an Ovidian persona who appears only briefly in Limbo.
imagines -having already imagined, against all precedent, that they belong in Limbo at all -that their honored names have won for them in heaven. The tranquil and undramatic pace of Inferno IV should not cause us to overlook the melodramatic and theologically willful nature of the canto's implied poetic choices, its suppression of unbaptized infants (for whom, if for anyone, theologians declared their sympathies) in favor of pagan poets and philosophers. 5 While it is true, as scholars of the Renaissance never tire of pointing out, that Dante places Aristotle and the others in hell, it is also true, and much more relevant to Dante's contemporaries, and thus to Dante himself, that he places them in Limbo. My point is that, although the poem is replete with "corrections" of Ovid, one should not therefore leap to the assumption that Dante is correcting out of existence the enormous tribute implied by the heterodoxy of Inferno IV. 6 That tribute exists, and is one horn of an unresolved dialectic that we must handle with care, lest we smooth over the tensions that, precisely by impairing the stability of the mighty edifice, provide us an unmatched source of insight into its construction.
As it happens, Inferno XXV amply illustrates such tensions; its strong dose of what Auerbach calls Dante's "tensely dramatic relationship to his own work"
7 has fostered a recent critical debate focused on Dante's poetic pride. In 1973 Richard Terdiman framed the issue in terms of Dante's "problematical virtuosity"; noting that his "extreme pride in his craftsmanship, which seems to force its way into the poem here in the Seventh Bolgia, posed a serious moral problem within Dante's system of belief, and necessarily requires a correction," Terdiman suggests that such correction comes later in the poem, with Oderisi's critique of artistic pride in Purgatorio XI and with the allegedly non-virtuosic simplicity of the Paradiso's Beatrician poetry. 8 Although he posits sufficient selfawareness on Dante's part to mandate a correction, his essential argument is that Dante is in the grip of historical forces; in this respect, he echoes Auerbach, who had argued that Dante's very success in figuring reality poses a danger to the divine order he wishes to celebrate. 9 Taking issue with Terdiman's assumption that the poetic pride of canto XXV is "spontaneous and unconscious," Peter Hawkins proposes a fully conscious poet, whose error in the bolgia of the thieves is "both deliberate and heuristic," part of a plan that includes the juxtaposition of this bolgia with Ulysses: "In Cantos XXIV-XXV Dante deliberately loosens the grip on his genius and in his subsequent flight shows the tendency in all poets to become a Phaeton, an Icarus, a Ulysses." 10 With respect to subsequent correction, Hawkins turns to Oderisi, to Purgatorio XXIV's demonstration of a non-Ulyssean "willingness to fly 'di retro al dittator,' " and to the "redeemed poesis" of the Paradiso. It is interesting that, for all their differences, both critics approvingly cite the lesson Dante learns from Oderisi; on the terrace of pride, they tell us, the artistic hubris displayed earlier in the poem is deflated. In challenging this view, I will begin by looking at Dante's Ovid-like handling of the mythological figure most associated with artistic pride, Arachne.
Arachne is first invoked in the context of a description of Geryon, who in many ways sets the stage for our discourse; he is a monster derived from classical mythology whose patently fictional characteristics Dante first heightens and then uses as the stake on which to gamble the veracity of his poem: Sempre a quel ver c'ha faccia di menzogna de l'uom chiuder le labbra fin ch'el puote, però che sanza colpa fa vergogna; ma qui tacer noi posso; e per le note di questa comedìa, lettor, ti giuro, s'elle non sien di lunga grazia vote, ch'i' vidi per quell' aere grosso e scuro venir notando una figura in suso, maravigliosa ad ogne cor sicuro . . .
{Inf. XVI. 124-32)
To that truth which has the face of a lie a man should always close his lips as long as he can, since without fault it brings him shame, but here I cannot be silent; and by the notes of this comedy, reader, I swear to youso may they not be empty of long grace -that I saw through that dense and dark air a figure come swimming upward, a cause for marvel to even the most secure of hearts. . . .
In this context, already brimming with artistic self-consciousness, the poet introduces the Lydian weaver, comparing the designs on Geryon's flanks to the webs woven by Arachne: "né fuor tai tele per Aragne im-poste" (Inf. XVII. 18: nor were such webs loomed by Arachne). Here too -not coincidentally the locus of the poem's self-baptism as a "comedìa," a term that should be glossed, as I have argued elsewhere, with the earlier "ver c'ha faccia di menzogna" -Dante establishes a precedent that has important repercussions for our theme of artistic pride and the episode of Inferno XXV: to wit, the least credible of his representations will be supported by the most unyielding and overt of authorial interventions. 11 Thus, just as in the Geryon episode Dante weds "maravigliosa" with "vidi," thereby closing off all escape routes to both himself and us by going out of his way to insist that he sees something that he acknowledges is incredible -and thereby, incidentally, creating a "truth that has the face of a lie" -so, faced with the equally fantastic sight of the thieves' metamorphoses, the poet opts for a bold frontal attack on the reader's credulity: "Se tu se' or, lettore, a creder lento / ciò ch'io dirò, non sarà maraviglia, / ché io che '1 vidi, a pena il mi consento" (Inf. XXV.46-48: If you are now, reader, slow to believe what I will say, it is no wonder, since I who saw it hardly consent to it myself).
The Geryon episode is fundamental to the Commedia's poetics, which we might call the poetics of the mira vera -true marvels -using the expression Dante coins for the miraculous flute, an instrument that produces not sounds but words, in one of his Eclogues.
12 This oxymoronic formulation demonstrates the poet's awareness of his own intransigence and corresponds precisely to the equally oxymoronic juxtaposition of "maravigliosa" ("mira") with "io vidi" ("vera"). Far from giving quarter, backing off when the materia being represented is too maravigliosa to be credible, Dante raises the ante by using such moments to underscore his poem's veracity, its status as historical scribal record of what he saw. Thus, in another of the Inferno's moments of greatest maraviglia, as the narrator sets out to represent the headless Bertran de Born, he reapplies the "Geryon principle," once again challenging the reader to disbelieve him:
Ma io rimasi a riguardar lo stuolo, e vidi cosa ch'io avrei paura, sanza più prova, di contarla solo; se non che conscienza m'assicura, la buona compagnia che l'uom francheggia sotta l'asbergo del sentirsi pura. The question of verisimilitude is brought most explicitly to the fore on purgatory's terrace of pride, where the travelers encounter visual mira vera, visual analogues to the artistic wonder of the singing flute. As the flute bypasses its normal role as a purveyor of art to become a purveyor of reality, bringing Mopsus' words to life, so the marble engravings of this terrace are not "veri-similar" but the ver -truth -itself: "Morti li morti e i vivi parean vivi: / non vide mei di me chi vide il vero" (Purg. XII.67-68: The dead seemed dead and the living alive: he who saw the truth saw no better than I). By concentrating on the divine authorship of the engravings, to which the poet alerts us only after the lengthy ecphrases of Purgatorio X, we have allowed Dante to obscure the crucial question: why does he choose to posit an art that is the equivalent of life, deliberately putting himself in the position of having to re-present God's more than verisimilar art with his own? As I have shown elsewhere, Dante's ecphrases are skillfully wrought, compounded of narrative devices that work to make the engravings affect the reader as real, blurring the boundary between art and life; 13 
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The position that holds the prideful stance of Inferno XXV a selfcorrecting aberration posits a counter-Ovidian typology. In Peter Hawkins' study of Purgatorio XXXII, Ovid is viewed as "a counter-type for the poet of the Commedia," with the result that Dante's use of Ovidian material in deploring his inability to represent himself while falling asleep signals the "narrowly aesthetic and ultimately self-serving preoccupations" into which Dante as poet is still capable of momentarily lapsing and from which he is roused by the Scripturally-attuned voice that awakens him. 22 Comparing his slumber to that of Argus when Mercury's narrative prowess finally conquers all his wakeful eyes, the poet wishes that he could represent the experience of falling alseep:
S'io potessi ritrar come assonnaro li occhi spietati udendo di Siringa, li occhi a cui pur vegghiar costo si caro; come pintor che con essempro pinga, disegnerei com'io m'addormentai; ma qual vuol sia che 1'assonnar ben finga.
(.Purg. XXXII. 64-69)
If I could depict how the pitiless eyes closed in sleep while listening about Syrinx -eyes whose wakefulness cost so dear -then as a painter who paints from his model, I would draw how I fell asleep; but let someone else be the one who adequately represents the act of falling asleep.
This passage is followed by a simile in which the pilgrim's awakening is likened to that of the aposdes Peter, James, and John when they awaken after the sight of the transfigured Christ. Far from disputing the pointed transition that Dante has effected from classical to Christian experience, I would sharpen it by noting his emphasis on Argus' eyes in the anaphoric "li occhi spietati ... li occhi a cui," and by pointing out that on the one other occasion in which Argus is mentioned in the Commedia his eyes are also a focal point. Occurring as it does within these same visionary cantos that end the second canticle, the passage in question is undoubtedly related to the passage in canto XXXII; again, the context is a selfconscious authorial meditation on representation, and again we find a marked transition from classical to Christian, indeed from Argus to St. John:
Ognuno era pennuto di sei ali; le penne piene d'occhi; e li occhi d'Argo, se fosser vivi, sarebber cotali. A descriver lor forme più non spargo rime, lettor; ch'altra spesa mi strigne, tanto ch'a questa non posso esser largo; ma leggi Ezechìel, che li dipigne come li vide da la fredda parte venir con vento e con nube e con igne; e quali i troverai ne le sue carte, tali eran quivi, salvo ch'a le penne Giovanni è meco e da lui si diparte.
(Purg. XXIX. 94-105)
Each one was feathered with six wings, and the feathers were full of eyes; the eyes of Argus, if they were alive, would be like these. In describing their forms I will scatter no more rhymes, reader, for other spending constrains me, so much so that I cannot be generous in this one. But read Ezekiel, who depicts them as he saw them come from the cold parts with wind and cloud and fire, and as you find them in his pages, so were they here, except that in the matter of the wings John is with me and departs from him. 
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We come back, via Dante's metamorphic assonnare, a marvellous fusion of Ovidian and Johannine elements, to the problem of transgressive art. The problem is, to put it blundy, the circular scale created by claiming to be God's scribe. One cannot cite Dante's scribal role, his avowed following behind the dittator, as a sign of his poetic humility; he realizes, even if we do not -having succumbed to a textual metaphysics that prevents us from analyzing the conditions that give rise to the illusion that such a metaphysics is possible -that his is a self-assigned scribal role, destining his humility to plunge toward pride and his pride to convert to humility in dizzying succession. In other words, he knows that he wrote the words that assign him his prophetic/poetic task; he knows that he wrote what Beatrice, Cacciaguida, and St. Peter tell him, as pilgrim, to do. Very little attempt has been made to study the strategies whereby Dante works to prevent us from knowing what he knows, the unremitting and subliminal narrative techniques that make us accept the poem's claims unquestioningly, answering questions about its poet with answers that he confected. We have distinguished between the pilgrim and the poet, and now we distinguish the poet at one stage of his journey from the poet at a later stage; indeed, our willingness to label him at given moments smug or prideful, narcissistic or self-serving, testifies to our need to develop perspective on a poem that gives us precious little purchase. Distinguishing what Dante says from what Dante does, however, we realize that the narrative events (as compared to the thematic events) of the terrace of pride hardly constitute a correction of the narrative events of the bolgia of the thieves; instead Purgatorio XII's acrostic, the inscribing of a visual art of Dante's own into the representation of God's visual art, is an emblem of the paradoxical situation in which Dante has placed himself, whereby his art becomes an Arachnean act of rivalling emulation. This paradox is inherent in any textuality that sets itself up, without the benefit of a literally biblical pedigree, as an analogue to St. John's. Moreover, far from diminishing as the poem proceeds, the problem becomes more acute: the Paradiso, if it is to exist at all, cannot fail to be transgressive; the poet cannot fail to be a Ulysses, since only a trapassar del segno will be able to render the experience of trasumanar. 30 In this sense, I endorse Auerbach's conclusion that the Commedia's form imperils its content; but I would add that Dante knows it.
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